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Life’s Most Important Question
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 16:13-20
Series A, Pentecost 13, August 23, 2026
He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Matthew 16:15-16
	Did you know that New Mexico has an official state question?  We do.  Who knows what it is?  If you don’t know, here it is, “Red or green?”  That of course refers to how you want your chile. Do you want your breakfast burrito smothered in red or green chile, or do you want it Christmas? Christmas means you want both red and green. By the way, when New Mexicans talk about chile, they don’t mean that brown stuff they make in Texas with hamburger and tomato sauce.  That’s chili with an i.  We spell our chile with and e.
	For New Mexicans, “Red or green?” is an important question.  But it’s not the most important question. The most important question is the one Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” (v 15)  How you answer that question determines whether you are a Christian or not. 
	Here’s the background.  Jesus has just recently turned fives loaves of bread and two fish into a feast that fed 5,000 men as well as women and children.  Shortly afterward, he’d gotten into a discussion with the Pharisees. He’d told them he was the bread of life, that his flesh was real food and his blood real drink.  This of course set the Pharisees off.  They claimed he had a demon. 
Then they demanded that Jesus give them a sign from heaven to show what he said was really true.  How blind could they get?  Jesus had just fed thousands of people with five loaves of bread and two fish, and they ask for a sign?  They wouldn’t know a sign from heaven if it hit them in the face, because it just did!
Clearly things were becoming too hostile for Jesus to do ministry in Galilee, so as he often did, Jesus retreated. Today’s lesson takes place in the far northeast corner of Herod Philip’s territory, Caesarea Philippi.  Jesus and the disciples are probably sitting in the shade of a tree near the spring that flowed from a cave where the temple of Pan was located.
Caesarea Philippi was a popular destination for religious pilgrims and had been for hundreds of years.  There was a temple to Baal there, a temple to Augustus Caesar, one for Zeus and of course one for the god Pan who had a human body, goat legs and played a flute. Visitors would come, admire the temples and put coins in boxes to support the temples.  There was a temple and a god for just about everyone at Caesarea Philippi.
I can imagine Jesus and the disciples watching all the religious tourists coming and going.  At some point Jesus asks, “Who do people say that the son of Man is?”  The disciples then tell him what they’re hearing on the streets. “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” (vv 13-14)
But other people’s opinions don’t really matter.  What someone else believes won’t save the disciples or you or me.  So Jesus asks a follow-up question, “But who do you say that I am.” (v 16)  That’s the important question. After you consider all that Jesus has said and done, when you hear his word, when you contemplate his power over wind and wave, when he satisfies hunger and thirst, when he heals the sick and gives sight to the blind, when he forgives sinners, who must he be to you?  
Others have already made up their minds, but have you? “. . . who do you say that I am?”  Peter, brash, bold, Peter answers. He says, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” (v 16) When Peter says this, he’s rejecting all the doubt and scorn of the Pharisees.  He’s rejecting the multiple gods and their shrines he can see from where he’s sitting.  He’s saying that Jesus is the one true Son of the Living God, and no one else is worthy of his worship and devotion.
Where did Peter come up with this?  Jesus tells him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!  For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” (v 18) How could Peter make such a confession?  It didn’t come from his sharp mind and intellect.  It didn’t come from years of education and reflection. He was a fisherman. It came by revelation. God the Father tore away the blinders from his spiritual eyes and showed him that Jesus was the divine Son of God, the Messiah, the Savior of the world. Convinced by God himself, Peter confessed with his mouth that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God.
This confession – that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God – is the foundation, it’s the bedrock of the Christian church.  Says Jesus to Peter, “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (v 18) This is such good news for you and me! Do you confess Jesus to be the Son of the Living God today?  If you do, God gave you the faith to believe that.  Are you a member of Christ’s church today?  If you are, you are safe from the hordes of hell that attack you and scream at you from every side. 
If you confess Jesus as your Lord, crucified and risen for you, nothing can harm you, ever! You are eternally safe in Christ’s church.  Christ’s church; not the building, but the assembly of people who make that confession with you.  What wonderful assurance Christ gives the church that confesses him as the Son of the Living God!  
Jesus says, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and what ever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (v 19)  What’s this business about keys and binding and loosing?  Jesus is talking about the keys that lock or unlock the forgiveness of sins and the gates to eternal life. This is the primary authority that Jesus gives you, the church! And the church exercises this authority through its pastors whom you call from among yourselves. In John’s Gospel, after his resurrection, Jesus tells his disciples, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” (John 20:23) 
This whole text has huge implications for us.  It means there’s no such thing as an unaffiliated, independent Christian.  To be a Christian is to confess Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the Living God. To be a Christian is also to be part of Christ’s church where you receive the forgiveness of sins through your called pastor who uses the keys to heaven for you.
I have to be honest with you. Roman Catholics and Lutherans have two very different understandings of this text.  When Jesus says, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church,” Catholics believe Jesus is saying that he builds his church on Peter and those who succeed Peter, that is the popes. Catholics believe Peter is the first pope and he passes the torch on to the next pope, and so on all the way down to the present.  If you are not in the pope’s church, you are not in the true church.
Lutherans believe very differently.  We believe that when Jesus says, “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church,” Jesus is not saying he’s building his church on Peter himself. He’s saying he’s building his church on what Peter has just confessed, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  That’s the rock that nothing, even hell, can prevail against. This church makes that confession. Therefore, this church, our church, is built on a rock that even the gates of hell can’t knock down. You don’t want to be outside the church when the devil comes calling.
We’ll close with this:
The Church’s one foundation
Is Jesus Christ her Lord;
She is His new creation
By water and the Word.
From heaven He came and sought her
To be His holy bride;
With His own blood he bought her,
And for her life He died.  Amen.
(From LSB # 644, By Samuel J. Stone, public domain)
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Isaiah 51:1-6
“Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness,
    you who seek the LORD:
look to the rock from which you were hewn,
    and to the quarry from which you were dug.
2 Look to Abraham your father
    and to Sarah who bore you;
for he was but one when I called him,
    that I might bless him and multiply him.
3 For the LORD comforts Zion;
    he comforts all her waste places
and makes her wilderness like Eden,
    her desert like the garden of the LORD;
joy and gladness will be found in her,
    thanksgiving and the voice of song.
4 “Give attention to me, my people,
    and give ear to me, my nation;
for a law[a] will go out from me,
    and I will set my justice for a light to the peoples.
5 My righteousness draws near,
    my salvation has gone out,
    and my arms will judge the peoples;
the coastlands hope for me,
    and for my arm they wait.
6 Lift up your eyes to the heavens,
    and look at the earth beneath;
for the heavens vanish like smoke,
    the earth will wear out like a garment,
    and they who dwell in it will die in like manner;[b]
but my salvation will be forever,
    and my righteousness will never be dismayed.
Romans 11:33-12:8
33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!
34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord,
    or who has been his counselor?”
35 “Or who has given a gift to him
    that he might be repaid?”
36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.
12 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.
3 For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 7 if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness.
Matthew 16:13-20
13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14 And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 20 Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the Christ.




